dynamic." 8 Even if we regard von Rad's statement as exaggerated, it is certainly true that YHWH's putative power in battle was a major consideration in early Israelite worship. 9 Moreover, the Israelites were expected to "come to the help of the Lord" in battle and were subject to sanctions if they did not, as can be seen from the cursing of Meroz in the Song of Deborah (Judg 5:23). Only in much later times would the power of the deity be taken as a reason for quietism on the part of human worshipers. 10 The violence associated with the worship of YHWH in antiquity is most vividly illustrated by the h\ erem, or ban, the practice whereby the defeated enemy was devoted to destruction. 11 The practice was not peculiar to Israel. A famous parallel is provided by the Moabite Stone, erected by the ninth-century king Mesha:
And Chemosh said to me, "Go, take Nebo from Israel. So I went by night and fought against it from the break of dawn until noon, taking it and slaying all, seven thousand men, boys, women, girls, and maid-servants, for I had devoted them to destruction for (the god) Ashtar-Chemosh." 12 The practice was evidently known in Israel and its environs, although it is not widely attested in the ancient Near East. 13 It was not just a figment of the imagination of later writers.
The Moabite example shows that the slaughter has a sacrificial character; the victims are offered to the god. 14 In the Bible, this is sometimes done at the 71 . On the reception of von Rad's study, see Ben Ollenburger's introductory essay, "Gerhard von Rad's Theory of Holy War," in the same volume, pp. 1-33. 9 Israelite religion was not at all exceptional in this regard. See the works of Weippert and Kang, cited in n. 4 above. 10 13 For an exhaustive discussion of proposed parallels, see Stern, Biblical H\ erem, 57-87. Stern tries to show "that a specific cast of mind that was responsible for the !rj was also present at varying times and places elsewhere in the ancient Near East" (p. 87), but he admits that none of the parallels is perfect. Kang declares that "the idea of the ban is not attested in the ancient Near Eastern context except in the Moabite stone and in the Bible" (Divine War, 81 deity's command. 1 Samuel 15:3 may serve as a representative example: "Thus says the Lord of hosts, 'I will punish the Amalekites for what they did in opposing the Israelites when they came up out of Egypt. Now go and attack Amalek, and utterly destroy (h\ rm) all that they have; do not spare them, but kill both man and woman, child and infant, ox and sheep, camel and donkey." The h\ erem can also be undertaken on human initiative. In Num 21:1-3, the Israelites respond to a setback at Arad by making a vow to the Lord, that "if you will indeed give this people into our hands, then we will utterly destroy their towns." When the Lord duly hands over the Canaanites, the Israelites "utterly destroy them and their towns." The fulfillment of the promise shows that more than the destruction of property was involved. We are reminded of the vow of Jephthah in Judg 11:31: "If you will give the Ammonites into my hand, then whoever comes out of the doors of my house to meet me . . . shall be the Lord's, to be offered up by me as a burnt offering." Jephthah clearly intended human sacrifice, though not the sacrifice of his daughter, as transpired. 15 The parallel underlines the fact that the ban, too, involves human sacrifice. The do ut des mentality may also be implied in other cases where no rationale is given for the ban: the assumption is that the offering wins the support of the deity. In any case, there is assumed to be a connection between the fulfillment of the ban and success in battle, as is clear in the story of Achan and the conquest of Ai in Josh 7-8, where defeat is attributed to Achan's violation of the ban.
The ritualistic character of the h\ erem, which leaves no room for individual decision, has sometimes been viewed as a mitigating factor in its morality. It eliminated plunder and exploitation. "Paradoxically," writes Susan Niditch, "the ban as sacrifice may be viewed as admitting of more respect for the value of human life than other war ideologies that allow for the arbitrary killing of soldiers and civilians." 16 The enemy is deemed worthy of being offered to God. One hopes that the Canaanites appreciated the honor. Rather than respect for human life, the practice bespeaks a totalistic attitude, which is common in armies and warfare, wherein the individual is completely subordinated to the interests of the group. 17 Niditch is quite right, however, that the ban as sacrifice requires "a God who appreciates human sacrifice," and that those who practiced the ban "would presumably have something in common with those who
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believed in the efficacy of child sacrifice." 18 All of this helps put the practice in context in the ancient world, but increases rather than lessens its problematic nature from an ethical point of view.
It is now widely recognized that human sacrifice was practiced in ancient Israel much later than scholars of an earlier generation had assumed. 19 Abraham is not condemned but praised for his willingness to offer up his son, even though he is not required to go through with it. 20 Exodus 22:28-29 appears to require the sacrifice of the firstborn and does not provide for substitution in the manner of the parallel text in Exod 34: [19] [20] . 21 The Judean kings Ahaz (2 Kgs 16:3) and Manasseh (2 Kgs 21:6) are accused of child sacrifice. Their practice cannot be dismissed as due to foreign influence, but had venerable precedents in the cult of YHWH. Nonetheless, by the time of the Deuteronomists this practice had been denounced by prophets (Mic 6:6-8; Jer 19:4-6), and Deuteronomy explicitly condemns it as an abhorrent Canaanite custom (Deut 12:31; 18:10). Yet the same Deuteronomy has no qualms about the practice of the ban, and in fact most of the passages dealing with h\ erem are found in the Deuteronomistic corpus.
Deuteronomy does not eradicate the sacrificial aspect of the ban, but it seeks to rationalize the practice by justifying it. 22 Deuteronomy 20 distinguishes between "towns that are very far from you" and "the towns of these peoples that the Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance." In the latter, "you must not let anything that breathes remain alive . . . so that they may not teach you to do all the abhorrent things that they do for their gods, and you thus sin against the Lord your God." Ethnic cleansing is the way to ensure cultic purity. In the case of faraway towns, only the males need be put to the sword. In this case, no justification is deemed necessary; the slaughter is normal procedure in warfare; it is the restraint that is remarkable. Reasons other than the danger of false worship are occasionally offered. Sihon, king of Heshbon, is condemned for his lack of hospitality to the Israelites in Deut 2:26-35, and not a single survivor is left. Perhaps the most practical justification is given in Num 33:55: "but if you do not drive out the inhabitants of the land from before you, then those whom you let remain shall be as barbs in your eyes and thorns in your sides; they shall trouble you in the land where you are settling." The predominant justification for the slaughter, however, is as a precautionary measure against false worship. 23 Insofar as the h\ erem applies primarily to the promised land, it also rests on the premise that this land is legitimately given to Israel by its God. The command in Deut 7 is typical and foundational:
When the Lord your God brings you into the land that you are about to enter and occupy, and he clears away many nations before you-the Hittites, the Girgashites, the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites, seven nations mightier and more numerous than you-and when the Lord gives them over to you and you defeat them, then you must utterly destroy them. Make no covenant with them and show them no mercy. Do not intermarry with them, giving your daughters to their sons or taking their daughters for your sons, for that would turn away your children from following me, to serve other gods. Then the anger of the Lord would be kindled against you, and he would destroy you quickly. But this is how you must deal with them: break down their altars, smash their pillars, hew down their sacred poles and burn their idols with fire. For you are a people holy to the Lord your God; the Lord your God has chosen you out of all the peoples on earth to be his people, his treasured possession. (Deut 7:1-6) There are two primary factors in these passages that are taken as warrants for violence on the part of Israel. One is the demand that Israel worship only one god, YHWH. Other peoples who might interfere with that demand and Israelites who fail to comply with it may legitimately be killed. The second is the claim that a land is given to Israel by divine grant and that consequently the previous inhabitants not only may be driven out or killed, but should be. The legitimation for violence is not simply monotheism as such. There is no demand that all people must worship YHWH, although that is envisioned as a desirable goal in some prophetic texts. 24 The issues concern the status of Israel as YHWH's chosen people and covenant partner, and the claim of a land as its inheritance. In short, the issue is not monotheism as such, but the advancement of a particular people and the imposition of its cult within the territory it controls.
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This The command to slaughter the Canaanites is not without a certain irony in the context of Deuteronomy. As Moshe Weinfeld has shown, Deuteronomy is one of the great repositories of humanistic values in the biblical corpus. 25 This is the book that repeatedly tells the Israelites to be compassionate to slaves and aliens, remembering that they themselves were slaves and exiles in the land of Egypt. 26 The ethical principle to do unto others as you would have them do unto you was not an innovation of the NT. 27 The laws on slaves and aliens in Deuteronomy show an appreciation of what Emmanuel Levinas calls "the face of the other" 28 as human and call for empathy with our fellow human beings. But this empathy does not extend to the Canaanites, or the peoples of the land. At least by the time Deuteronomy was written, the people of Israel and Judah should have known the heart of the conquered, and known what it was like to have their land overrun and their shrines burned down. Yet there is no appreciation here of the face of the Canaanite and no misgiving about doing to others what they themselves had suffered.
There is also some irony in the way in which these commands of destruction are embedded in the story of the exodus, which has served as the great paradigm of liberation in Western history. 29 But the liberation of the Israelites and the subjugation of the Canaanites are two sides of the same coin. Without a land of their own, the liberated Israelites would have nowhere to go, but the land promised to them was not empty and had its own inhabitants. Read from the Canaanite perspective, this is not a liberating story at all. 30 Of course, those who have read and recited the story of the exodus over the centuries have been Jews and Christians who identify with Israel in the story. In the not too distant past, biblical scholars gave the Canaanites short shrift. "From the impartial standpoint of a philosopher of history," wrote
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This article was published in JBL 122/1 (2003) William Foxwell Albright, "it often seems necessary that a people of markedly inferior type should vanish before a people of superior potentialities." 31 In a more explicitly theological vein, George Ernest Wright could claim that "the Canaanite civilization and religion was one of the weakest, most decadent, and most immoral cultures of the civilized world at that time," and that God had a purpose in choosing Israel and giving it the land. 32 Most scholars, we should hope, have learned by now that biblical denunciations of the Canaanites cannot be taken at face value and that these texts may tell us more about the purposes of their human authors than about the purposes of God. 33 II. History and Ideology
The context of the discussion has changed significantly in recent years with the recognition that the biblical texts are not historically reliable accounts of early Israelite history but ideological fictions from a much later time. The archaeological evidence does not support the view that marauding Israelites actually engaged in the massive slaughter of Canaanites, either in the thirteenth century or at any later time. 34 Recent scholarly hypotheses about the origins of Israel tend to be more compatible with modern moral sensibilities, whether the early Israelites are imagined as peasants in revolt, 35 or as quiet, hard-working settlers in the hill country. 36 But this scarcely relieves the moral problem posed by the biblical texts, which portray Israel as an aggressive, invading force, impelled by divine commands. 37 In the words of James Barr: It is a commonplace of modern scholarship to say that the books of the Torah and the Deuteronomistic history are engaged in the construction of the identity of "Israel." What they reflect is not Israel as it was but Israel as the authors thought it should be. Identity is defined negatively by a sharp differentiation of Israel from the other peoples of the land, and positively by the prescriptions of a covenant with a jealous sovereign god. In Deut 7, the peoples of the land are identified chiefly by their worship, which involves sacred poles and pillars and idols. At least some of these cultic accoutrements are associated with the worship of YHWH in Genesis. 39 In Deut 12 we find that any cultic worship outside of "the place that the Lord your God will choose" is illegitimate. The reform of King Josiah described in 2 Kgs 22-23 is evidently an attempt to implement the cultic demands of Deuteronomy, or, to put it differently, Deuteronomy, in some form, was promulgated to authorize the actions of Josiah. Josiah's actions were directed not against actual Canaanites but against Israelites whose cultic practices did not conform to Deuteronomic orthopraxy. There is much to be said, then, for the view that neither Deuteronomy nor Joshua, in the historical context of their composition, was intended "to incite literal violence against ethnic outsiders," but rather they were directed at "insiders who pose a threat to the hierarchy that is being asserted." 40 Whether this really relieves the moral problem might be debated. 41 In fairness to Josiah, we
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This article was published in JBL 122/ are not told that he practiced h\ erem against anyone, although he certainly used violence to suppress the high places. But texts have a life of their own, and the effective history of the conquest stories is based not on critical reconstructions of the underlying history but on the prima facie meaning of the texts.
III. Story and Example
Two examples may suffice here to illustrate the ways in which these biblical texts have served to legitimize violent action. The first is drawn from ancient Judaism, from the book of 1 Maccabees, which, ironically, has the status of scripture in Catholic Christianity but not in Judaism. It is easy enough to sympathize with the story of the Maccabean revolt. 42 In view of the alleged persecution of observant Jews by Antiochus Epiphanes, the actions of Mattathias and his sons can be viewed as self-defense, and therefore legitimate by the standards of any culture. But this is not the only, nor even the primary, aspect of the situation emphasized in 1 Maccabees. Mattathias, we are told, "burned with zeal for the law, just as Phinehas did against Zimri the son of Salu" (1 Macc 1:26). The reference is to the incident at Baal-Peor in Num 25, when the Israelites incurred the wrath of the Lord by having sexual relations with Moabite women and participating in the sacrifices of pagan gods. 43 The unfortunate Zimri brought a Midianite woman into his family in the sight of Moses and the congregation. Phinehas took his spear and followed them into the tent and pierced the two of them. His action was approved in an oracle spoken by Moses: A recent monograph entitled Old Testament Ethics assures us that "the exemplary dimension of his act was not its violence . . . but Phinehas's zeal for the Lord and his atoning for the people. These were hallmarks of true priesthood. . . ." 44 Mattathias, however, was in no doubt as to what the exemplary dimension of the act required. Like Phinehas, he first kills a compatriot, thereby lending credence to the view that a primary purpose of violence in the biblical texts is to enforce conformity within the people of Israel. But Phinehas also participates, as priest, in the massacre of the Midianites, which follows the practice of the h\ erem, or ban, although that word is not used. 45 Mattathias also proceeds to wage war against the Gentiles. Moreover, the example both of Mattathias and of Phinehas became the model for the "zealots" who fought against the Romans in the first century C.E., 46 and whose methods would surely qualify for the label "terrorist" in modern political rhetoric. 47 The second example is drawn from Christian history. The English Puritan revolution was justified repeatedly by biblical analogies drawn from the OT. Using a rather dubious interpretation of the book of Daniel, the revolutionaries saw themselves as "the Saints of the Most High," commissioned to execute judgment on kings and nobles. 48 Oliver Cromwell drew a parallel between his revolution and the exodus 49 and proceeded to treat the Catholics of Ireland as the Canaanites. He even declared that "there are great occasions in which some men are called to great services in the doing of which they are excused from the common rule of morality," as were the heroes of the OT. 50 A generation later, the Puritans of New England applied the biblical texts about the conquest to their own situation, casting the Native American tribes in the role of the Canaanites and Amalekites. In 1689, Cotton Mather urged the colonists to go forth against "Amalek annoying this Israel in the wilderness." 51 A few years later, one Herbert Gibbs gave thanks for "the mercies of God in extirpating the enemies of Israel in Canaan." 52 He was not referring to biblical times. Similar rhetoric persisted in American Puritanism through the eighteenth century, and indeed biblical analogies have continued to play a part in American political rhetoric down to the present. 53 Of course Americans are not alone in looking to the Hebrew Bible or OT for an exemplary paradigm. The Boers of South Africa applied the story of the exodus to their situation under British rule, and black African liberationists later applied it to their situation under the Boers. 54 Most obviously, biblical narratives have been a factor in the Zionist movement in Israel, shaping the imagination even of secular, socialist Zionists and providing powerful precedents for right-wing militants. 55 Biblical analogies also provide the underpinnings for support of Israel among conservative Christians. 56 
IV. Eschatological Vengeance
The examples of the Zealots and the Puritans may help to dispel any notion that religion evolves in a linear way and that the violence of Joshua or of Phinehas was a vestige of primitive religion, transcended in later Judaism and Christianity. It is true, however, that most of the biblical endorsements of violent human action are set in the context of early Israel, even if they were written later. The highly ritualized accounts of warfare in the books of Chronicles are also set in an earlier time and are unlikely to stir the blood in any case. In the lit-erature of the Second Temple period, however, the focus is often on the future rather than on the past. 57 The late prophetic and apocalyptic literature is not necessarily less violent in its rhetoric than Deuteronomy or Joshua, but it has less emphasis on human action and more on the expectation of the eschatological judgment of God.
Again, a few examples may suffice. The prophet of the latter chapters of the book of Isaiah imagines God as a warrior spattered in blood, like a person who has been treading the wine press (Isa 63:3). 58 The day of redemption must also be a day of vengeance on God's enemies. Here, no one is asked to "come to the help of the Lord": I looked, but there was no helper; I stared, but there was no one to sustain me; So my own arm brought me victory and my wrath sustained me. (Isa 63:5) In the apocalyptic literature of the Hellenistic and Roman periods, the faithful people are to wait for this divine intervention. The book of Daniel tells how in a time of persecution the wise among the people will instruct the many, even though some of them will fall, "so that they may be refined, purified, and cleansed, until the time of the end." The archangel Michael does the fighting on their behalf. At the end, when Michael prevails, they are elevated to shine like the stars forever (Dan 12:1-3).
In this literature there is a new factor to be considered: the hope of resurrection. Martyrdom becomes an option, because the reward of the righteous is not in this world but in heaven. 59 The apocalyptic literature is not necessarily quietistic. One apocalypse in the book of Enoch, known as the Animal Apocalypse, apparently endorses the militancy of the Maccabees (1 En. 90:9-16). 60 The War Scroll from Qumran is written in anticipation of human participation in the final conflict, but this is compatible with the pledge to avoid conflict with "the men of the pit" until the Day of Vengeance (1QS 10:19). 61 But the dominant tendency of this literature is quietistic, in the sense that it encourages endurance and even martyrdom in the present era. This is also true of the book of Revelation in the NT, which holds up the crucified Messiah, the Lamb that was slain, as the model for Christians to emulate. 62 We find a similar combination of present restraint, in the hope of future vengeance, in the rabbinic tradition. 63 The Mekilta cites Exod 15:6: "Your right hand shatters the foe," and comments: "it does not say 'has shattered the foe' but 'will shatter the foe'-in the Age to Come" (Mekilta de Rabbi Ishma<el, Shirta, 5). And again, quoting Deut 32:35: "Vengeance is mine and recompense-I will punish them myself. Not through an angel and not through a sent one" (Sifre Deuteronomy [ed. Finkelstein], 325). 64 There is, in fact, an intrinsic connection between present forbearance and eschatological vengeance in this literature. 65 In the Epistle to the Romans, Paul cites the same verse from Deut 32 to illustrate the point that his readers should "never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God. . . . No, 'if your enemies are hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning coals on their heads'" (Rom 12:19-21). 66 As Krister Stendahl showed in a famous article, this attitude has more to do with the perfection of hatred than with disinterested love: "With the Day of Vengeance at hand, the proper and reasonable attitude is to forego one's own vengeance and to leave vengeance to God. Why walk around with a little shotgun if the atomic blast is imminent?" 67 The expectation of vengeance is also pivotal in the book of Revelation. 68 The coming fall of Rome is heralded in gloating terms in ch. 18. In ch. 19, Christ appears from heaven as a warrior on a white horse, from whose mouth comes a sharp sword with which to strike down the nations, and who will tread the wine press of the fury of the wrath of God. Even in the Synoptic Gospels, Jesus' teaching about loving one's enemies is framed by the prospect of a final judgment when the wheat will be definitively separated from the tares (Matt 13:24-30, 36-43).
The effective history of apocalyptic literature has varied with the patience of believers. As we have seen, books like Daniel and Revelation were originally intended to encourage patient endurance, and they have often inspired quietistic movements through the centuries. 69 But there also have been numerous examples of people who took it upon themselves to "force the end." 70 In the Christian tradition, there are several striking examples of this in the late Middle Ages and the period of the Reformation: the Taborites in Bohemia, Thomas Müntzer and the Peasants' Revolt, John of Leyden, the messiah of Münster. 71 Apocalyptic expectations played a part in the Puritan revolution in England. 72 In most of these cases, however, the revolutionaries drew their inspiration not just from Daniel or Revelation but from an apocalyptic reading of the entire Bible. The examples of Joshua and Phinehas were all the more relevant in the throes of eschatological crisis. Even when the millenarian movements did not initiate violence themselves, they often provoked it by their uncompromising criticism of the authorities and their refusal to compromise. The Branch Davidians in Waco provide a modern example. 73 In some cases, the violence was selfinflicted, as in the latter-day instances of Jonestown and Heaven's Gate. 74 The expectation of a final Armageddon may not be as directly conducive to violence as a command to kill the idolators next door, but in fact the impact of eschatological texts may not be very different from that of history-like narrative precedents. Few people in any age have taken the h\ erem texts of the Hebrew Bible as commandments for their own time. Strictly interpreted, they apply only to specific peoples who no longer exist. 75 Equally, eschatological violence is properly the prerogative of God. But in both cases, the approval of violence in the texts offers dangerous encouragement for militants, which has, on occasion, contributed to disaster.
Like the commands to slaughter the Canaanites in the Deuteronomic literature, the predictions of eschatological judgment also shape group identities. In the Jewish apocalyptic literature, the national identity is already qualified. The elect, or the sons of light, are not simply identical with Israel. The land remains important in the Jewish works, but even there it is relativized. In many cases, the ultimate hope of the elect is for life with the angels in heaven. In the NT, identity is no longer tied to ethnicity or to possession of a particular land. What this literature shares with Deuteronomy, however, is the sharp antithesis with the Other, whether the Other is defined in moral terms, as sinners, or in political terms as the Roman Empire. Both Deuteronomy and the apocalypses fashion identity by constructing absolute, incompatible contrasts. In the older literature, the contrast is ethnic and religious, but regional. In the apocalypses, it takes the form of cosmic dualism. In both cases, the absoluteness of the categories is guaranteed by divine revelation and is therefore not subject to negotiation or compromise. Herein lies the root of religious violence in the Jewish and Christian traditions.
V. Violence and Hermeneutics
"There is a time to kill," said Qoheleth, "and a time to heal . . . a time for war, and a time for peace" (Qoh 3:3, 8). Not all violence is necessarily to be condemned. The image of God the Warrior and the hope for an apocalyptic judgment have often given hope to the oppressed. Nonetheless, few will disagree that violence is seldom a good option, and that it can be justified only as a last recourse. Most people in the Western world are rightly repelled by the idea that terrorists, such as the perpetrators of the attacks of September 11, 2001, could be inspired by religious ideals. The thrust of my reflections on violence and religion in the biblical tradition is that the problem is not peculiar to Islam, but can also be found in attitudes and assumptions that are deeply embedded in the Jewish and Christian Scriptures. The material of which I have been speaking is what Gerd Lüdemann has called "the dark side of the Bible." 76 The issues it raises are not just academic. These texts have had a long effective history, and there is no reason to believe that it has run its course. What are we, as biblical scholars, to say about it at the beginning of the twenty-first century?
There is a long and venerable tradition of interpretation, going back through the church fathers to Philo of Alexandria and Hellenistic Judaism, that sees as its task to save the appearances of the text. Luke Johnson has recently argued that modern interpreters have still much to learn from the church fathers: "Origen shows how much more passionately Scripture is engaged when the reader is persuaded of its divine inspiration, which implies that God's wisdom is somehow seeking to be communicated even through the impossibilities of the literal sense. If interpreters today were to learn from Origen, they would not rest easy with the practice of excising or censoring troublesome texts, but would wrestle with them until they yielded a meaning 'worthy of God.'" 77 But allegorical interpretation of the kind practiced in antiquity is hardly viable in the modern world. It is all very well to say that the Canaanites that we should root out are vice and sinfulness, but we still have texts that speak rather clearly of slaughtering human beings.
A more promising strategy is to note the diversity of viewpoints within the Bible, and thereby relativize the more problematic ones. 78 So, for example, we can emphasize the concern for slaves and aliens in Deuteronomy, or the model of the suffering servant, or the NT teaching on love of one's enemies. It is not unusual for Christian interpreters to claim that "the biblical witness to the innocent victim and the God of victims demystifies and demythologizes this sacred social order" in which violence is grounded. 79 Such a selective reading, privileging the death of Jesus, or the model of the suffering servant, is certainly possible, and even commendable, but it does not negate the force of the biblical endorsements of violence that we have been considering. The full canonical shape of the Christian Bible, for what it is worth, still concludes with the judgment scene in Revelation, in which the Lamb that was slain returns as the heavenly warrior with a sword for striking down the nations. In short, violence is not the only model of behavior on offer in the Bible, but it is not an incidental or peripheral feature, and it cannot be glossed over. The Bible not only witnesses to the innocent victim and to the God of victims, but also to the hungry God 80 who devours victims and to the zeal of his human agents.
And therein precisely lies its power. There is much in the Bible that is not "worthy" of the God of the philosophers. There is also much that is not worthy of humanity, certainly much that is not worthy to serve as a model for imitation. This material should not be disregarded, for it is at least as revelatory as the more edifying parts of the biblical witness. The power of the Bible is largely that it gives an unvarnished picture of human nature and of the dynamics of history, and also of religion and the things that people do in its name. 81 After all, it is only in the utopian future that the wolf is supposed to live with the lamb, and even then the wolf will probably feel the safer of the two. The biblical portrayal of human reality becomes pernicious only when it is vested with authority and assumed to reflect, without qualification or differentiation, the wisdom of God or the will of God. The Bible does not demystify or demythologize itself. But neither does it claim that the stories it tells are paradigms for human action in all times and places.
The least that should be expected of any biblical interpreter is honesty, and that requires the recognition, in the words of James Barr, that "the command of consecration to destruction is morally offensive and has to be faced as such," 82 whether it is found in the Bible or in the Qur<an. To recognize this is to admit that the Bible, for all the wisdom it contains, is no infallible guide on ethical matters. As Roland Bainton put it, in his survey of Christian attitudes to war and peace, "appeal to the Bible is not determinative." 83 But historically people have appealed to the Bible precisely because of its presumed divine authority, which gives an aura of certitude to any position it can be shown to support; in the phrase of Hannah Arendt, "God-like certainty that stops all discussion." 84 And here, I would suggest, is the most basic connection between the Bible and violence, more basic than any command or teaching it contains.
Oliver Wendell Holmes, the great American jurist, reflected late in his career that he had entered the Civil War brimming with certitude over the righteousness of abolition, which surely was a righteous cause. By the end of the war he had drawn a different lesson, that certitude leads to violence. 85 The Bible has contributed to violence in the world precisely because it has been taken to confer a degree of certitude that transcends human discussion and argumentation. Perhaps the most constructive thing a biblical critic can do toward lessening the contribution of the Bible to violence in the world, is to show that that certitude is an illusion.
